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Associate Professor of Accountancy
Bentley College
The Rationale for a New Approach to Curriculum Development
It is no secret that the demand for practitioners who can combine accounting skills with an IS background is growing.
Recent activity in the accounting profession emphasizes the importance of AIS to the profession’s growth. A knowledge of AIS
enhances a practitioner’s ability to implement the suggestions of the AICPA’s Special Committee on Assurance Services for new
accounting services focused on the quality of information (AICPA, 1996). Recommendations of the Jenkins Committee on
business reporting require a knowledge not only of the measures important to management but also of ways of extracting these
measures from the company’s information system (AICPA, 1994). Notions of “on demand” audits or analyses of selected
financial data have attracted attention and will require coordination with the company’s information network (Elliott, 1994,
1992). The AICPA has recently begun offering training in systems through a collaboration with Microsoft and Great Plains
Software (the AICPA Technology Advisor Program). The AICPA also has initiated certification in electronic commerce
assurance services (AICPA WebTrust), an area which requires a strong AIS background. (See the AICPA web site at
www.aicpa.org for details.)
Colleges and universities have taken different approaches to meet this increased demand. Some offer AIS tracks within a
master’s in accountancy (MSA or MAcc) program. Others have converted their accounting master’s program entirely to an IS
emphasis. Within the AIS community, there are model curricula for AIS programs and IT audit programs. (See, for example,
IIA, 1992 and ISACA, 1998.)
When Bentley College began to think about ways to feature more extensive AIS offerings in its curriculum, it was only
natural for these models—which seem to have worked well for their schools—to be in mind. Somewhat surprisingly, our
experience in informal discussions and with two focus groups (comprising 20 professionals) revealed employers’ ambivalence
toward educational credentials in this area. Employers in firms we deemed to be leaders in offering AIS-related services (such
as major consulting firms and large financial institutions) told us the need for knowledgeable employees is so pressing that the
lack of specific AIS credentials is not an obstacle to employment or career advancement. Employers said they were willing to
train students who show interest, promise, and aptitude, and who have a background in IS or accounting. At the same time, these
employers said they would like to avoid going through this basic training if they could. They viewed a program that can develop
AIS skills as being valuable, even while recognizing that additional on-the-job training would be necessary to supplement
classroom instruction.
The message from employers was clear: skills are paramount; particular AIS credentials are not. From informal discussions
with students, we heard the desire to stand out from the crowd of traditional accounting graduates. For many, a strong
background in IS seemed the preferred way to accomplish this, especially after students heard from recent graduates about career
opportunities in AIS-related areas. When we combined these results from our two primary customer groups, we realized that
we would have to take a more flexible approach to our AIS offerings than is typically seen in a college curriculum. In addition,
the increased popularity of AIS-related fields attracts a variety of students—ranging from traditional undergraduates to CPAs
returning for graduate study in order to expand their career potential. For these reasons, Bentley College viewed AIS curriculum
development as an exercise in designing a platform of programs from which students could choose. The platform approach
consists of a closely interconnected collection of courses, curricula, learning support mechanisms, and related research projects.
This paper focuses on the academic programs designed around these coordinated activities.

The AIS Platform Structure
The Bentley College AIS platform, which will be offered beginning in the fall of 1998, consists of a BS degree with an AIS
major, a Master of Science in AIS (MSAIS), a five-year combined degree program leading to a BS in accountancy and an
MSAIS, and a graduate certificate in AIS. While there are a handful of other schools with multi-level AIS programs in place,
we know of no others offered in this region of the country, nor any with the breadth and flexibility provided by the platform
approach.

-45-

The undergraduate AIS major features a core that combines accounting and IS courses. Students take courses in intermediate
financial accounting (to provide a firm grasp of financial reporting issues, operations in the accounting cycle, and measurement
methods), AIS fundamentals, IT auditing, and advanced AIS, as well as IS courses in programming, systems analysis and design,
and data management. Electives, which are approximately evenly divided between accounting and IS courses, allow students
further study in programming, systems security, computer networks, and advanced data management, among other topics.
Students can also take an internship in an AIS-related field.
The graduate-level AIS programs are designed for students with a business background. Therefore entering students are
expected to have some course work in programming, intermediate financial accounting, and AIS fundamentals. Students without
this background can pick up the necessary courses prior to beginning their degree or certificate program. Building on this
foundation, the graduate programs also feature a mix of accounting and IS courses. Systems analysis and design, communication
networks, information storage and retrieval, and data management form the core IS courses. To these are added courses in
modeling effective accounting information systems, the investigative frameworks used in auditing and assurance services, IT
auditing principles, advanced topics in IT auditing, and various assurance services such as electronic commerce and business
performance measurement. Electives move students into more advanced IS or accounting topics. For students who have
previous experience in AIS functions or who do not desire a full degree program, the graduate certificate features only the core
courses from the MSAIS. The length of the certificate program is tailored to the student’s previous experience, allowing the
program to range between 15 and 21 credit hours. Master’s level AIS platform courses also are available to MSA and MBA
students who have the appropriate prior course work. See Figure 1 for a summary of course requirements.

Advantages of the Platform Approach
The platform approach has brought a number of benefits. It has allowed the Accountancy Department to develop and offer
courses in information-based assurance services which might otherwise be buried by an accounting program’s traditional focus
on financial statement auditing. The platform also has led us to reconfigure our auditing course. More traditional models require
students to choose to pursue either financial statement auditing or IT auditing. For students who have had financial statement
auditing and who wish to take an IT auditing course as an elective, much of the course repeats the fundamentals of the auditing
framework (such as the purpose and structure of investigative techniques, the nature and quality of evidence, and the methods
and goals of risk assessment). To allow greater flexibility for students in the AIS platform, we are fashioning a 1½-credit
“frameworks” course which will cover these fundamentals. This course will serve as preparation for financial statement auditing,
IT auditing, and internal auditing. Students may then choose a follow-on 1½-credit financial statement auditing principles course
(for MSA students) or a 1½-credit IT auditing course (for MSAIS or MSA students). This allows us to fashion another course
in advanced IT auditing topics for MSAIS students (or for MSA students as an elective) without expanding the program’s length.
The platform allows for efficiencies in course development, since faculty develop courses across a number of credit-bearing
programs, creating the synergy between undergraduate and graduate offerings in the process. The platform structure also invites
(and in many cases requires) collaborative efforts between departments (particularly IS and accounting, but also management),
while permitting articulation of the AIS-related programs with the college’s other offerings.

The Promise of the Platform Approach
Beyond serving the immediate needs of employers and students, the platform approach we have taken promises to be a
model for future curriculum development. Colleges no longer can afford rigid curricular structures, especially in areas of rapidly
changing technologies and bodies of knowledge. The importance of a business process perspective which cuts across functions
calls faculty to develop courses and curricula across academic departments. The dominance of skills over credentials in a rapidly
changing market which demands “life-long learning” means that colleges will be challenged to shape their academic offerings
to allow students a choice in how to obtain the necessary educational background skills, while sacrificing neither quality nor
cohesion. At the same time, the availability of these different paths will require earlier and closer career and academic advising.
While the results we obtained from our employer and student groups may not hold across all such customers or all regions
of the country, they have helped spur development of an innovative curricular format. There is little doubt that the challenges
to academic processes posed by rapidly expanding areas like AIS can be daunting, but the potential for educational innovation
is great and the prospects for success are exciting.
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Required Undergraduate AIS Major Courses
Intermediate Accounting I
Accounting Information Systems
Information Technology Auditing Fundamentals (1.5 credits)
Information Technology Auditing Principles and Practice (1.5 credits)
Advanced Accounting Information Systems
Algorithms and Data Abstractions
Programming Environment - Visual Basic (1.5 credits)
Analysis, Modeling and Design
Data Management with SQL (1.5 credits)

Required Graduate AIS Core Courses
Advanced AIS: Modeling Effective Accounting Information Systems
Assurance, Attestation, and Auditing Frameworks (1.5 credits)
Information Technology Auditing Principles and Practice (1.5 credits)
Advanced Topics in IT Auditing (1.5 credits)
Students must choose one of the following 1-1/2 credit Assurance Service
courses:
Electronic Commerce
Business Performance Measurement
Business Risk Assessment
Topics in Assurance Services

Undergraduate Electives (9 credits)
Cost Accounting
Advanced Topics in Information Technology Auditing (1.5 credits)
Internship in Accounting (with AIS placement)

Systems Analysis and Design
Communication Networks I
Information Storage and Retrieval
Data Management I

Visual Basic Application Development
Applications Programming I (1.5 credits)
Security, Accuracy and Privacy in Computer Systems
Computer Networks I
Advanced Data Management Technology (1.5 credits)
Rapid Application Development Technology (1.5 credits)
Applied Software Project Management
Writing for Accountancy
Managing Technology-based Organizations
Internet Law

Graduate Electives (9 credits)
Intermediate Accounting II
or advanced level accounting courses
Computer Security, Controls and Ethics
Communication Networks II
Object-Oriented Modeling
Decision Support Systems
Electronic Commerce on the Web
Management of Technology
Project Management

Figure 1. Undergraduate and Graduate AIS Course Requirements
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